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Marjie Lundstrom: Internment comments show 
congressman needs history lesson

By Marjie Lundstrom -- Bee Columnist - (Published February 13, 2003)

The last time I visited the remains of Manzanar, the World War II relocation center in east-central 
California, my family walked alone amid the dusty ruins. It was a stark, desolate place, a barren 
stretch of high desert that meets the Sierra Nevada rising sharply to the west.

There was little left behind, as if to say: Never again.

But others are hearing a different refrain, a drumbeat of new voices -- however faint -- that seem 
to be saying that maybe this American atrocity wasn't so bad after all. That maybe, with today's 
buildup to war, the rounding-up and forced internment of targeted groups is understandable.

The disturbing rhetoric is why two California congressmen, who gave up pieces of their childhoods 
to these internment camps, are stepping forward to publicly challenge a colleague.

Just two months after Republican Sen. Trent Lott lost his leadership post for opining on the 
country's segregationist past, a prominent Republican congressman has infuriated Japanese 
Americans and Arab Americans and countless others with his comments about another sorry 
chapter of America's past.

During a radio call-in show last week, North Carolina Rep. Howard Coble said he believed President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt was right to send Japanese Americans to internment camps during World War 
II -- if only for their own safety.

Coble, who is chairman of the Judiciary Subcommittee on Crime, Terrorism and Homeland Security, 
reflected that Roosevelt had to consider the nation's security.

"Some (Japanese Americans) probably were intent on doing harm to us," he reportedly said, "just 
as some of these Arab Americans are probably intent on doing harm to us."

Coble, who said he did not favor imprisoning Arabs in the United States, has tried to clarify since.

But few critics are feeling appeased.

"The Muslim community is very upset about this," said Ibrahim Hooper, spokesman for the 
Washington, D.C.-based Council on American-Islamic Relations. "We're concerned to begin with 
that people have this (internment) in the back of their minds.

"When it's verbalized like this, it confirms our worst fears."

California Democratic Congressmen Robert Matsui and Mike Honda wrote to Coble last week, 
denouncing his comments and requesting a face-to-face meeting. The letter also was signed by 
Rep. David Wu, D-Ore.
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"National security is our highest priority," they wrote. "However, it is also important to us to 
protect the fundamental principles of the United States Constitution.

"Incarcerating citizens and legal residents solely because of their ethnicity is neither compatible 
with the Constitution nor an effective way to make our nation more secure."

As of Wednesday, Coble had not met with the three congressmen. But Matsui spokesman Cody 
Harris said Republicans and Democrats alike were "talking privately" with him.

The sad truth is, Coble's comments are finding an audience. The United States is registering Middle 
Eastern men, detaining many, and the idea of internment is not a long ideological leap.

"Unfortunately, I seem to be in agreement with the sentiments expressed in the radio broadcast," 
read one e-mail, sent this week to the leader of an Asian American political action committee, 
outraged by Coble's statements.

"To save American lives and block the islamists (sic) it is necessary for some to undergo a little 
discomfort."

S.B. Woo, who received the e-mail as president and co-founder of the 80-20 Initiative, has sent 
three e-mails to his mailing list of 600,000, urging supporters to contact top Republican leaders. 
The organization, which is building an Asian American voting bloc, has asked that Coble apologize 
and resign as chairman of the homeland security subcommittee.

It is ironic that Coble's callous comments come on the eve of Feb. 19, the 61st anniversary of 
President Roosevelt's signing of Executive Order 9066, authorizing the wartime internments.

How perspectives change. In 1982, the Commission on Wartime Relocation and Internment of 
Civilians concluded the internments were not militarily justified at all and resulted from "wartime 
hysteria, racial prejudice and a failure of political leadership."

Coble should brush up on his history. He could probably use a vacation.

Manzanar would be a good start.

The Bee's Marjie Lundstrom can be reached at (916) 321-1055 or mlundstrom@sacbee.com.
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